




The very first issue of this Journal included an article by Allison (1982) about the art and design curriculum (in compulsory schooling). He proposed four domains: Expressive/Productive; Perceptual; Analytical/Critical and Historical/Cultural. This seminal paper has often been cited, but looking at it some 30 years later, what stands out is that Allison’s domains appear a product of when they were written. The first two domains in particular are tethered to mid-twentieth century conceptions of art and art education. It followed from this realisation that the curriculum needs to be understood not as something fixed but as changing, as conceptions of art and art education have evolved. The curriculum can only be understood in terms of its history. The research reported in this paper came out of this insight (albeit my investigation was into the post-compulsory sectors).

In this research, I set out to find out what has happened to the curriculum as it has accommodated changing conceptions of art. It is hence not about other influences on the curriculum, such as policy, but about how what is taught assimilates conceptions of art. Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2007, 191) note that ‘Ultimately, historical research is concerned with a broad view and not necessarily the specifics…’. This is exactly what this research tried to do. 

Although the investigation included a number of design disciplines, this paper concentrates on art only. This is both to reduce length and to enable coherence, since the history of design education is more complex. Nevertheless, the design curriculum followed a similar path.









The main outcome of the synthesis is the identification of six historical curricula, each of which reflects a different conception of art. These are presented in chronological order. Although this paper is not a narrative account of what happened when and where, through outlining these, a particular history of art education is told.  This reveals the big picture, while missing out details and exceptions. Each historical curriculum is presented as a type, through a summary of its main characteristics and principles. 





Digging through five layers of curricula, at the bottom can be found the apprentice curriculum, where what we now refer to as art was considered a craft (Cole, 1983). Before the establishment of educational institutions for artists, their formal training took place through an apprentice system. Although it has its origins in antiquity, this system emerged in the form in which it is now generally understood during the European Middle Ages. A master, who had already demonstrated his (it was almost always a male) proficiency in a craft or trade would engage a number of apprentices, who would be provided with food and lodging and be inducted into that particular specialism (Cole, 1983). The very particular skills of the master determined what would be learned. Central to the apprentice curriculum was the acquisition of craft skills and the development of a deep understanding of the properties, possibilities and limitations of materials (Sennett, 2008). At the end of an apprenticeship, the learning would be demonstrated by the production of a final major work, known as a masterpiece. 

Parts of this curriculum can still be found in the contemporary art school. It continues whenever practical skills are being learned (often from a technician in a workshop). Typical examples might be in printmaking or fine art photography. 

The particular leaning or disciplinary knowledge of a teacher can still be an important determinant of what a student will learn, in particular where the atelier (i.e. workshop) system remains the norm in the art school, as it often does in Continental Europe. Under this system, students sign up to study with a particular faculty member who works in a particular medium. 






The academic curriculum was based on Italian Renaissance conceptions of art and introduced through the vehicle of art academies. The first academies of art were established in Italy from the sixteenth century and their number and geographic spread increased over the next three hundred years, first in Italy, next France and then throughout Europe and into north America (Goldstein, 1996). They were established to complement what was learned through an apprenticeship and it was felt that both were necessary for the education of an artist (Bell, 1963, Pevsner, 1973). While the apprenticeship taught the essential skills, the academies concentrated on what they considered to be loftier topics, because one of their key functions was as a vehicle to raise the status of artists above those of crafts practitioners and of art above craft (Cima, 1994; Efland, 1990; Pevsner, 1973). According to this view, art was an intellectual pursuit and manual skill was played down while the concept of talent was promoted (Goldstein, 1996).  

Of crucial significance for subsequent art education, the academic curriculum put drawing at its centre: to be an artist one had to achieve a high level of proficiency in drawing (Bell, 1963). Despite the pretentions of the academies, it is hard to think of drawing in this context as anything other than a craft, since it was learned through laborious copying. There were variations, but all academic curricula shared a requirement to arduously move through progressive stages of copying, usually working up to depicting the live human figure (Bell, 1963; Goldstein, 1996; Pevsner, 1973.) 
 
A main aim of this drawing was to enable students to be able to encapsulate in their work what was considered to be the universal and timeless principles of art. By learning these principles, artists became proficient in its language. This language was based on Renaissance philosophy which linked ideal beauty with the proportions of the human body together with geometry and certain artworks from antiquity (Bell, 1963). Students would learn about proportion, harmony, symmetry, perspective and foreshortening, as well as poses based on examples from antiquity such as nude and draped figures and the classical contrapposto. Michelangelo, Raphael and the ancients were revered as examples of excellence. Drawing was supplemented by lectures in topics such as anatomy and aesthetics (Goldstein, 1996, Pevsner 1973). 

Over hundreds of years, the academic curriculum changed, but at a sclerotic pace and only slightly. By the nineteenth century opportunities for apprenticeships had declined, but in general the academies did not take over the teaching of skills. In any case, traditional skills were becoming less necessary. For example, with the availability of manufactured paint in tubes in the mid nineteenth century, it was no longer necessary for painters to make their own. Moreover, as modernism slowly inched its way into the art school, so the need to learn skills gradually reduced (Elkins, 2001).






During the first half of the twentieth century, modernism was on the periphery of the art school curriculum (Elkins, 2001; Wood, 2008). By the middle of the century, with the academic curriculum both ubiquitous and seeming irrelevant in the light of the influence of modernism, artists’ education was left in what Richard Hamilton (1961:17) described as a ‘void’. However, from the 1950s modernism began to assert itself through two new curricula: the formalist and the expressive, both of which became ubiquitous by the 1960s.

Often referred to as ‘basic design’ (de Sausmaraz, 2001) the formalist curriculum concentrates on one of the main tenets of modernism: a preoccupation with the formal language of an artwork, for example: colour, shape, texture, line etc. and a concern with the particular properties of a material or medium. This was combined with an interest in how an artwork was produced and the formal elements manipulated. Whether or not the work was figurative, the discourse around it stressed these formal qualities and in its purest form it was non-figurative (de Sausmarez, 2001, Hamilton, 1961).

The formalist curriculum is closely associated with the German Bauhaus School of Art, Design and Architecture (1919-1933) although it had various antecedents. However, it needs to be stressed that one of the main reasons the Bauhaus is so celebrated is that it was exceptional – and after its demise influential. Nor should what happened at the Bauhaus be considered more than one of the influences on this curriculum, which is based on the concept of the autonomous artefact, free of association with anything beyond itself, whereas the Bauhaus tended to reject the concept of art for art’s sake (de Duve, 1994). By the 1960s many a foundation or introductory year was loosely based on the precedent of the Bauhaus and the concept of basic design (Yeomans, 1988), providing a grounding, which 
was believed to be necessary for all art students.

Formalism often manifests itself in the curriculum through basic design exercises such as producing a colour wheel or modelling out of identical geometric shapes. The formalist curriculum was underpinned by a belief that art has a common language and students need to learn how to use this language and its grammar, vocabulary and syntax (de Duve, 1994, Macdonald, 1970; Yeomans, 1988). This language was based on geometric abstraction and certain simple shapes, such as the square, cube, triangle, circle, sphere etc. and their repetition or use as an underlying guide, such as a grid (Goldstein, 1996). Despite the credo that form follows function, the reality was often that form follows geometry. 

Although the formalist curriculum could be considered a radical, modernist alternative to the academic, they both share significant characteristics. Both are underpinned by a belief in universals (albeit not the same set of universals), a core art curriculum and a visual language that all art students need to learn. Both espoused geometry. Both have been justified on the grounds that they enable students to develop their visual perception or visual literacy. The academic curriculum based these universal beliefs on Renaissance philosophy such as neo-Platonism, while the formalist often used Gestalt psychology as its rationale (de Duve, 1994). 






The expressive curriculum sprang from one side of modernism whose other, very different, face is the formalist and both were introduced in the mid-twentieth century. The expressive side of modernism is concerned with improvisation, free-association, heightened emotion and a Romantic belief that an artist’s beliefs, personality and life-story are inseparable from the art she or he produces. Whereas the formalist curriculum was predicated on a belief in universals, the expressive was based on the personal and that every student has something unique to express (Efland, 1990). For all their differences, both curricula required an engagement by the students with the properties and possibilities of their materials.

In the expressive curriculum, the education of artists ran in parallel with ideas underpinning art education in compulsory schooling, known as the child art movement. This traces its birth to Germanic Romantic idealism, which claimed that all children have their own, unique imaginative lives which art education enables them to express (Efland, 1990). All the same, it was developments in modern art which made it possible to appreciate and value this kind of art. According to the view, instead of copying, or trying to produce works of art based on observation, they should be allowed to give their imaginations free rein. These ideas were amplified and widely propagated in America and beyond by Victor Lowenfeld (Singerman, 1999). It was claimed that instruction could be harmful, because it might inhibit children’s innate ability to express their inner selves. Moreover, to be expressive was to be creative (Efland, 1990).  

In the art school this meant not only expressing oneself, but finding one’s style. Moreover, it differed from child art in another significant way. Whereas the proponents of child art believed that every child had something special to express, the expressive curriculum in art schools held the view that this was the preserve of those who were talented (de Duve, 1994). If somewhat less than a genius, a talented person was nonetheless somebody who could be safely left alone to get one with expressing this talent (Cima, 1994). So, like the child art movement, on the face of it there was nothing that students had to be taught and no prescribed set of skills (Elkins, 2001). 

The expressive could hence be portrayed as a non-curriculum and the epitome of student-centred learning. However, this is to overlook the fact that the teachers validated what the students did and interpreted the students’ work according to their rules, which were implicitly based on the concept of connoisseurship (De Ville & Foster, 1994). This is the idea that through experience and an acculturation the teachers had learned to be able to recognise good and bad examples of expressive art. In this context, students were apprentice connoisseurs (Wicks, 1996). 

This curriculum was not only an inculcation into being able to produce work which would be validated by teachers and peers, but also to the approved behaviour and ‘way of knowing and being’ of an artist (Daichendt, 2010, 10). There could be no division between the artist and their work, since the one was a direct expression of the other (De Ville & Foster, 1994). Research in the UK by Drew & Williams (2002, 10) found that above all university art teachers were trying to impart the notion of ‘art as a way of life’. This is something students have to learn, as they absorb what it is to be an artist. Students who are studying any disciplines will learn the norms of a community of practice, however in the case of art it was different as the status of being an artist was believed to be special and exceptional (Wilde, 1999). 

In this and other respects, the expressive curriculum was a means of passing on a set of ideas derived from Romanticism and embedded within much of Modernism. The expressive curriculum attempts to unleash magical powers that enable students to attain the privileged position of being an artist (Wilde, 1999). 






The greatest changes in the art school have taken place since 1970. This has been a period of massive expansion: most of those who have ever studied to be artists have done so since 1970. Macdonald, whose seminal history of art education was published in 1970, was quite unable to come to grips with the changes he witnessed, which he described in a 1973 article as ‘an articidal tendency, a death wish’ (p. 70). What made him sound so mystified, horrified and curmudgeonly was post-Duchampian art, which provides the underpinning of the conceptual curriculum and has come to be dominant in the art school. Together with other authors (e.g. Roberts 2007, Singerman, 2007), Macdonald (2005) came to view the post-1970 period as one of deskilling. The very fact that Macdonald could write so perceptively about art education until 1970 and yet so singularly fail to grasp what happened after is perhaps indicative of the transformations which this curriculum ushered in. 

Post-Duchampian art places emphasis on the theories which inform the making of art and the ways the artist engages in how the work might be viewed and interpreted. According to this view of art, the artist’s skill lies more in the field of concepts than in the production of artefacts (Roberts, 2007). Historical, theoretical and physical context of the art mattered more than any formal considerations and this kind of art ‘has integrated the critical discourse of art into its means of production’ (Van Winkel, 2012:277). This curriculum does not allow for an in-depth engagement with materials, but instead with the underlying concepts (Fortnum and Hjelde, 2009). 

In the early 1970s, there was a pioneering attempt in the UK by Art & Language in Coventry to introduce a curriculum where students did not need to produce artefacts but instead engaged in ideas. This proved too much at odds with the prevailing orthodoxy and after three years it was closed down.. However by that time in North America a curriculum based on this paradigm of art had been introduced at Nova Scotia College of Art and Design and the California Institute of the Arts  (Kennedy, 2012). Over the next twenty years, it succeeded in establishing itself as the dominant model for teaching art, although the expressive curriculum, which has never gone away, did stage a strong comeback during the 1980s.

Set loose from the need to study a particular medium in-depth, artists (and art students) were able to work in a range of traditional or new media and art became an extended field of practice, encompassing text, performance, installation, photography, video, film and sound (Van Winkel, 2012, Kennedy, 2012). Where expert making or technical skills were required, they could be bought in, or sometimes taught on request (Grayson, 2004). 

Instead of a presumption that students were instinctively expressing themselves, they were encouraged to explain their work and interpret it for others (Corner, 2005, Roberts, 2007). The expert interlocutors of this kind of art were no longer the connoisseurs, who through superior sensibility and highly refined taste had been able to recognise and explain subtle yet meaningful attributes of an artwork such as the quality of an artist’s brushstroke. In the connoisseur’s place came the critical theorist, who also possesses expert knowledge not readily available to everyone: in this case understanding of dense and difficult texts by a range of influential authors, mainly from Germany and France (Lacan and Derrida being particular favourites). 

Through the emergence of this curriculum it became possible to award doctorates in art. In the common model of an art PhD, a body of practical work will be accompanied by a thesis of approximately 20,000 words, both of which will have explored a common theme and probably be cloaked heavily in critical theory. Offered from the 1990s and with an ever-growing number of institutions in many countries now awarding them, PhDs in art were the logical last step in the rolling out of this curriculum (Buckley, 2009).  

Another ingredient of the conceptual curriculum was an emphasis placed on process. In common with those studying design, art students were expected to accompany the presentation of a completed work with an explanation of its genesis. This would normally include identification of a theme or areas of exploration, research into the theme and development of ideas. It is hence not an explanation of how something was made, but of how it was conceived. Showing this process would be an assessment requirement: the final artwork on its own was not sufficient (Lindström, 2006). Indeed, it could be that it was because art (and design) assessment procedures were tightened so as to fall in line with those of other disciplines within post-secondary institutions that this emphasis on process came about. But it also mirrors the way contemporary artists since the 1960s have changed their working procedures from a preoccupation with spontaneous self-expression to developing work from a self-chosen theme (Roberts, 2007). 






Despite the ubiquity of the conceptual curriculum, since the 1990s a further curriculum has appeared: the professional curriculum. This grew seamlessly out of the conceptual. Because the post-Duchampian vista of  contemporary art renders creative self-expression ‘meaningless self-indulgence’ (Josipovici, 2010, 26), being an artist is no longer an inner need but a carefully calculated strategy.  In the contemporary art world we now have ‘a fully professionalised and managerial – or entrepreneurial – form of artisthood’ (Van Winkel, 2012, 280) and in this context justifications for making art are more likely to be money and fame.  

The professional curriculum is tied tightly to a belief that education should be instrumental and be aligned to enabling students on leaving to earn a living and contribute to a nation’s economy (a jargon word is employability). Although art schools (and before that apprenticeships) have always been providing a vocational education in art, in this curriculum everything becomes subservient to this main goal of professional preparation. This curriculum sometimes includes the non-commercial art worlds: artist-run spaces, public art and a range of other opportunities. However, it is the commercial and mainstream which is the most alluring (Ferguson, 2011).

The utilitarian focus of the professional curriculum leads inexorably away from the interdisciplinary approach of the conceptual curriculum. In its place is a return to learning within a sole discipline. There is no reason why somebody would be less able to earn a living if they worked in a range of media and they might well be more able to. All the same, the utilitarian tramlines towards employment, starting with marketing to potential students, have caused institutions to reinstate single disciplinary qualifications or pathways in, for example: painting, drawing, sculpture, digital media etc. 

In the professional curriculum, students learn about their professional context and how to build an effective and successful career, in an ever more professionalised art world. Hence an emphasis is placed on curating, exhibiting, presenting, self-promotion and an in-depth knowledge of the workings of the art world or worlds (Singerman, 2007). They learn about contracts, keeping accounts, writing CVs, applying for grants, entering competitions and protecting their intellectual property rights. Moreover, it is done in a business-like way. Students do not have to find a style so much as an all-encompassing artistic brand, which they can then market. 

This curriculum is hence a curious mixture of the drive for instrumental education leading to employment and of the continuation of the allure of becoming a successful, if not famous artist. To those immersed in critical theory, the credence still afforded to the individuality and singularity of artists might seem beyond comprehension. The fact remains, however, that the vista that came into view beyond the Brillo box revealed not the death of the author, but the rise and rise of the artist as celebrity genius (Horowitz, 2011). This has influenced art students and what they learn.






A conclusion of this research is that in the present day art school there are ever more things that could be taught without there being anything which has to be. This view is reiterated by numerous authors (e.g. Elkins, 2001, Farthing, 2002, Singerman, 2007, Timberlake, 2011, Wicks, 1996). In simplistic terms, there seems to be a continuum between practical skills and critical skills and what is taught at a particular institution will be situated somewhere on this continuum. This lack of any core might seem ironic in a subject where the claim is often made that there is a need for an introductory year to gain the necessary foundational skills and knowledge. As Elkins (2001:38) puts it, in the art school there is no longer ‘…a hierarchy of genres, a sequence of courses, a coherent body of knowledge, or a unified theory or practice’. It has to be stressed that this is different from debates about what needs to be taught in other disciplines. In art, as Van Winkel (2012, 207) explains: ‘there are no longer any criteria to determine what it means to be a visual artist. No specific skills are required of visual artists (unlike artists working in other branches, such as music, dance, film or typography). The profession lacks indisputable norms of competence and expertise.’ It is argued that in the absence of agreement about what its core should be, art as a discipline is heading up an ontological cul-de-sac (Goldstein, 1996, Siegesmund, 1998). 

For many, this lack of a core curriculum is not a problem, since those studying art should be discovering what is not known, rather than learning about what is (Eisner, 2002, Rogoff, 2011). A problem arrives, however when ‘senior managers demand that the art school mirror the organizational structures, curricula, and prudent use of space that are the conventions in other disciplines’ (Buckley and Conomos, (2009, 24).  One of those structures is a common assessment regime, leading to a qualification.  This measures what students have learned and this can only be judged if it is known in advance what they ought to have learned, which requires a set curriculum. No matter how flexibly assessors might want to implement these regimes, they are not permitted to reward anything else. Moreover, once such regimes are in place, students themselves care deeply about the result of their assessment and there is always the risk they might make an official complaint if the rubrics are not strictly adhered to.

It is claimed that the art curriculum over the centuries has been a steady process of deskilling (Singerman, 2007, 1999). In terms of drawing – and observational drawing in particular – this is undoubtedly the case. The problem with skills learning is that it takes many hours of practice. As the number of possible art media which students might use has expanded, so those studying art are reluctant to limit themselves to just one and seem prepared to sacrifice depth for breadth. Moreover, it can be argued that contemporary art students are learning a set of thinking, critical and business skills in place of those which involve the hand and the eye and that it is the former which are needed for artists to make their way in the contemporary art world. 

The academic curriculum hardly altered over hundreds of years. While this did mean it became less and less relevant to modern art, it at least provided artists who opposed it with a fixed object to react against. It could be that it is easier to find one’s artistic identity when there is such an entity to reject, rather than try to find it in the context of an amorphous, post avant-garde acclamation by the art school of all contemporary art trends. 

Taking its lead from the professional art world, the education of artists has always had a strong male bias. Although this has reduced, the continuing potency of the message of the New York group of artists known as the Guerrilla Girls shows that this struggle is far from over. Not only is the art school still biased towards men, research in England by Burke and McManus (2009) shows that the art school is strongly biased towards those from privileged socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds and in my experience this has been the case in other countries. The professional curriculum is an illustration of how what is taught reinforces, rather than challenges, existing power structures within the art world – and society.  

The mixture of the six curricula as now taught is riddled with contradictions. It often includes a core it doesn’t believe in. It encourages a Romantic adoption of an autonomous, artistic persona, but also stuffs students full of theory which contradicts this. It has become the last resting place of an exhausted avant-garde, which, loaded with postmodern baggage, has turned into exactly what it once opposed: an academic discourse. It seems happily to accommodate students working in traditional media and processes such as painting, etching or modelling beside those who work in an array of new media - or none. It encourages students to learn how to market themselves, but with the risk that their quality of promotion will exceed the quality of the work they promote. It embraces the managerialism of contemporary art practice, while managerialsm in education threatens to diminish it to what can easily be measured through assessment. 

Its relationship to the professional art world is complex. It used to be the case that faculty lists would often include well known artists. These days, the high rewards which artists who are successful in the commercial art world receive means they are unlikely to teach. Even at the most prestigious art schools, the only view students might have of these art stars would be when they are giving a celebrity lecture or dressed in regalia to collect an honorary degree. While a top-down managerial approach has stifled discussion in the art school about what is taught, in the art world there is a lively debate about the education of artists. This not only takes place in art journals, museums, but has become an important branch of curatorial and art practice, often referred to as the educational turn (Fortnum and Hjelde, 2009, Granville, 2011). 
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